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Abstract 
This study aimed to identify the complaint strategies used by the Persian- speaking EFL students, and find out if there was any 
evidence of pragmatic transfer in their complaint realizations. To this end, three groups participated in the study. Two of them 
were the control groups, which included 10 Australian native speakers of English (ANSs) for the English baseline data, 10 native 
speakers of Persian (PNSs) for the Persian baseline data. The third group of participants involved 40 Persian-speaking EFL 
teacher trainees. The data were collected by means of a Discourse Completion Task (DCT). The original version of the DCT was 
given to the ANSs and interlanguage group (IL), the translated version of it was given to the (PNSs). In order to identify the 
complaint strategies utilized by the IL group, the collected data were coded and categorized according to the complaint taxonomy 
proposed by (Prykarpatska, 2008). To find out whether there was any evidence of pragmatic transfer in the complaint behaviors 
of the IL group, their responses were compared to those of the baseline groups. The results of the study showed cross-cultural 
differences and similarities between the research groups in performing the speech act of complaint with regard to the choice and 
frequency of strategies. Besides this, degree of familiarity and the social status of interlocutor were also found to influence the 
complaint responses of the research groups. In addition, the interpretation of the results revealed possible signs of transfer from 
the first language to the second language regarding some specific situations presented in the DCT. Evidence on the development 
of interlanguage by Iranian graduate students was also detected. Iranian learners were found to need more education on the 
choice of strategies used, as they performed similar strategies used by the PNS rather than the ANS.  
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Peer-review under responsibility of Academic World Research and Education Center. 
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Recent decades have evidenced major shifts in language learning and teaching, which show new focus in the way 
the languages are taught and learned. One of the most stimulants behind this shift has been regarded as fundamental 
movement from earlier theoretical frameworks such as "Grammar Translation method" toward a more 
communicative point of view, which considers language more than an isolated set of grammatical rules. Parallel 
with this shift, pedagogical policies have changed intensively (Kumaravadivelu, 2006). 
As (Galvin, 2003) asserted, individuals came to realize the necessity of being educated and learning different 
languages to benefit from available opportunities in today's fast-paced world. In line with the aforementioned 
pedagogical shift in the field of language teaching, the notion of communicative competence (Hymes, 1972) was 
sustained in the field in the late 1970s. Communicative competence, that (Canale, 1983) defined it as a combination 
of an underlying system of knowledge and skill needed for communication, was divided into "organizational 
competence," which includes both grammatical and discourse (or textual) competence, and "pragmatic competence," 
which includes both sociolinguistic and illocutionary competence (Bachman, 1990). Organizational competence 
comprises knowledge of linguistic units and the rules of joining them together at the levels of sentence 
('grammatical competence') and discourse ('textual competence'). The second category, pragmatic competence, 
refers to the learners' ability to manipulate available linguistic sources and socio-cultural knowledge about the target 
language according to the given context (Rose and Kasper, 2001). (Thomas, 1995, p.22) defined pragmatics as the 
study of the ways in which people: 
Disambiguate meaning in context, assign complete meanings, distinguish sentence from speaker meaning, arrive 
at particular meaning in listening, act in speech in the way they do. 
Growing interest in learners' pragmatic knowledge and development has given rise to a new area of research 
known as intrlanguage pragmatics (ILP). Interlanguage (IL) referrers to the learners' language, interlanguage also 
expresses the perception that learners do not learn only what they have been taught; therefore, an immediate 
implication of this view is that language is idiosyncratic but also autonomous (Mc Donough, 2002). IL deals with 
"interim series of stages of language learning between L1 and L2 grammar through which L2 learners must pass on 
their way to attain fluency in TL" (Koike, 1989, p.280) 
Therefore, to understand learners' current position of interlanguage pragmatics, the present study will try to 
examine the pragmatic production of Persian speaking EFL learners (i.e. strategies used in producing speech act of 
complaint) and consider the differences between EFL productions and native speakers' productions, and find out 
evidences of pragmatic transfer. More specifically, this research will address the following questions: 
1) What are complaint strategies used by EFL students in relation with their social power (in terms of 
superiority, equality, and inferiority) and degree of familiarity with their interlocutor? 
2) Is there any evidence of pragmatic transfer in complain strategies used by Iranian EFL students? 
 
2. Review of literature 
 
Research on the speech behavior of native speakers of English compared with non native speakers' norms is 
important not only for describing how cross-culturally different speakers perform verbally in daily interactions, but 
also for the purpose of making use of the findings in educational settings (Boxer, 1991). Studies within the fields of 
pragmatics and sociolinguistics can have a significant effect on highlighting the potential areas one must look for in 
order to find out the functional similarities and differences between the realization of different speech acts. 
Although, studies on cross-cultural variations in the use of speech acts have generally focused on a variety of acts 
including mostly apology, request (Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper, 1989), compliment (Wolfson,1981), invitation 
(Beebe etal., 1990), only a few studies have been conducted on the act of complaining (DeCapua, 1986). Useful 
insights may be uncovered as how complaints compare across different cultures and under the effect of significant 
social variables such as social power, gender and the intensity of the happened act.  
Broadly speaking, complain means to express dissatisfaction of existing situations and to point out some 
shortcomings on the part of the person who performs some complainable action (Edward, 2005; Drew, 1998).  
(Olshtain & Weinbach, 1988) describe the preconditions in which a complaint may take place.  
1) the speaker accounts with "socially unacceptable act" (SUA)  
2) the speaker perceives the consequences of it as offensive  
3) the hearer is regarded as responsible for the SUA  
4) the speaker decides to express his/her displeasure.  
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Numerous cross-cultural studies investigating the speech act performance of native speakers showed that 
although speech acts appear to be universal, their conceptualization and verbalization can vary to a great extent 
across cultures (e.g., Blum-Kulka, House and Kasper, 1989). For instance, according to measures of directness, 
German speakers selected higher levels of directness and used fewer down-graders than did English speakers 
(House & Kasper, 1981). Further studies conducted on the inter-language of EFL learners include (De Capua, 1998) 
who examined the phenomenon of pragmatic transfer as a possible basis for cultural stereotypes and defined cultural 
inquired why Americans stereotype Germans as rude and aggressive. In order to answer this question he examined 
the pragmatic transfer of speakers German into English and concluded that pragmatic transfer occurs when the 
second language learners apply the socially appropriate rules and formulas of their native language to target 
language situations either because they are unaware of target language routines or because they are psychologically 
unable to do so as the L2 norms and routines violate their L1 internalized and culturally conditioned acceptable 
norms of speech behavior (p. 23). The tone of German responses in English differed from those of the responses of 
the native Americans which would always lead to misunderstandings. German EFL speakers are generally judged as 
more direct, and aggressive than Americans in similar situations.  
Another cross cultural study regarding complaint was carried out by (Spees, 1994) who compared complaint 
strategies of American native speakers and Japanese learners in situations with different social distances. The 
researcher found that Japanese learners are more direct than Americans in situations where interlocutors have equal 
status with each other. However, regarding social distance, the Japanese responded differently. They used more 
indirect strategies when the interlocutor was a stranger or one of their family members. 
Present study is a cross-cultural exploration into the comparability of Persian native complaint speech with the 
norms governing English as reported by research. 
 
3. Method 
 
The present study followed by collecting and analyzing samples of complaint speech acts from native speakers of 
L1 (Persian) and L2 (English) along with the ones of EFL learners who were Iranian graduate students. (Chang, 
2009) states that three sets of data need to be collected for a study in the field of speech acts, to establish an 
understanding of the extent to which learner performance is different from the native speakers of the target 
language. 
 
3.1 participants 
 
Three different groups of participants took part (n=67) in the first phase of this study. The first group included 47 
Iranian graduate students (IL group) from different Universities who were studying in TEFL program at the time of 
the study. The second group included Persian native speakers (PNS) (n=10), and Australian native speakers (ANS) 
(n=10) whose responses were used as a baseline for the research. At first, PNS and ANS involved 27 participants. 
However, 7 of the questionnaires were discarded because of participants’ disinclination to respond to some of the 
situations. This reduced the number of PNS and ANS participants to 20. Information gathered from both groups of 
native speakers was used as criteria to study the interlanguage data cross-culturally regarding the speech act of 
complaint. Detailed information of the participants is provided in the following subsections. 
 
3.2 Instrument 
 
The instrument of this study consists of a DCT that was developed by the researcher. It involved 10 situations in 
different contexts with different interlocutors who were superior, interior or equal interlocutors who were familiar or 
unfamiliar. 
 
3.3 Procedure 
 
Data was collected from three groups of participants [Interlanguage group (N=47), Persian native speakers 
(N=10), and English native speakers (N=10)]. After receiving the approval, the data collection process started by 
collecting information from the IL group, Iranian graduate students. 
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The Discourse Completion Test and the consent form were translated to Persian, the first language of the IL 
group, and double checked by a PhD candidate of English translation major to prevent any possible 
misunderstanding. After the completion of this stage, the DCT in Persian was administered among PNS participants. 
ANS and IL group also received the original version of DCT in English via Email. 
 
3.4 Data Analysis  
 
After elicitation, data was coded into different categories according to coding manuals of Prykarpatska (2008) for 
example [you cut the line (2c, hint), please stand at the end of the line (3c, mitigated request for repair)] (Appendix 
A). The coded data of Persian native speakers, English native speakers and Iranian graduate students (IL) was typed 
and compared.  
Descriptive analysis was used to study the use of complaint from the perspectives of social power and degree of 
familiarity. Data were analyzed to obtain the frequencies in percentages in order to define the information 
descriptively. 
 
4 Results 
 
The results of this study are presented in following subsections: 
 
4.1 A comparison for complaint strategies among PNS, EFL, and ANS 
 
Table 4.1 presents a comparison between frequencies of different strategies among three groups of participants 
(PNS, EFL and ANS). As it is observable the most frequent strategy among PNS and ANS was mitigated request for 
repair (PNS = 26.21%, ANS = 24.59%), while conventionally indirect disapproval ranked as the first step of most 
frequent strategy among EFL (EFL = 18.31%). 
The second most frequently used strategy was different for each group. The PNS's group second most frequently 
used strategy was conventionally indirect strategy (13.59%), while statement that the SUA took place was the 
second most frequently used strategy for EFL (16.58%); hint and criticism both are the second frequently used 
strategy among ANS group (13.93%). The third most frequently used strategy among PNS and ANS was similar 
(statement that SUA took place) (PNS = 12.62%, ANS = 13.11%), while it was hint that was identified as the third 
most frequently used strategy among EFL (13.36%). 
 
4.2 The semantic orders of complaint among PNS, EFL and ANS participants 
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As it is shown in table 4.2 the most frequently used semantic orders among PNS for the 1st situation were 1 and 
2e. For example [No problem (1)], [I can't stand this situation (2e)]  
Among EFL 1, 2e and 2c (for example you cut the line (2c) are the most frequently used semantic orders. Among 
ANS, 1 and 2c are the most frequently used semantic orders.  
The most frequently used semantic orders among PNS for the 2nd situation were 4b e.g. (I will report your act to 
the boss (4b)), 2c + 3c (you cut the line (2c), please stand at the end of the line (3c). 
Among EFL learner 2d (I stand for a long time (2d)), 2b (we don't have extra time (2b)), and 3c +4b (please 
stand at the end of the line (3c), otherwise I will push you at the end (4b)) were the most frequent formulas. ANS 
frequently used 2d+3c (We stand for a long time (2d), please go to the end of the line (3c)), 3c+2c (please stand at 
the end of the line (3c), you cut the line (2c)), 3d+4a (go to the end (3d), otherwise other people will fight with you 
(4a)).  
In the 3rd situation, PNS most frequently used semantic orders were 3d+2e and 2c+3a (We have heavy workload 
(3d), why you don't do your responsibilities (2e)). EFL used 3a + 3d, and 2c (You destroyed my plan (3a), do your 
work (3d)), (you don't do your responsibilities correctly (2c)). Among ANS 3c, 2c + 2e (please do your works (3c), 
(You don't do your works (2c), why I should do your works? (2e)) were the most frequently used semantic orders.  
In the 4th situation, PNS used 3c, and 2d.  EFL group used 2d+3c, and 2c and ANS used 2c, 2d + 3c. 
PNS's most frequently used semantic orders in the 5th situation were 3a+3c (You are destroying the project (3a), 
please do your responsibilities (3c)). Among EFL learners the most frequent formulas were 3a + 3c, 2e + 3d (why I 
should do your works? (2e), do your own works (3d)). At the end ANS group tended to use 3a + 3c. 
In the 6th situation, PNS group used 4a and 3d + 2c as the most frequently used semantic orders. EFL learners 
used 4a, and 2c + 4b. ANS group also used 3c, 2c + 4b. 
PNS group in the7th situation used 2d, and 3c, while the most frequently used semantic orders among EFL group 
were 2d + 3c, 3a + 3c. In addition ANS group's most frequently used semantic orders were 2d, 3a+3c. 
At last but not least, in the 8th situation, PNS group tended to use 2d, 3c and 2e+3b (why you open my letters all 
the time (2e), respect my privacy (3b)) as the most frequently used semantic orders. EFL group used 2d, 3d+2e, 2e + 
3b. And ANS group used 2d+3a, 3d+2e. 
 
Table 2 The Semantic Orders of Complaint among PNS, EFL and ANS Participants 
Order of the semantic formulas Social  Ite Subject  
Transfer occurrence 2 1 Status m Group 
Instances indicate that there are 
evidences of pragmatic transfer, 
since all three groups use the same 
complaint strategies and semantic 
formulas. 
 1 Unfamiliar/ 
Lower 
#1 
 
 
PNS 
 2e 
  
1 
EFL 
 2e 
 2c 
 1 ANS 
 2c 
Instances indicate that No 
pragmatic transfer occurred. 
Although all the strategies that were 
chosen by all groups were somehow 
similar, the semantic formulas were 
different. 
 4b Familiar/ 
Equal 
#2 
 
 
PNS 
3c 2c 
 2d EFL 
 2b 
4b 3c 
3c 2d ANS 
2c 3c 
4a 3d 
Instances indicate that No 
pragmatic transfer occurred. 
Although all the strategies that were 
chosen by all groups were somehow 
similar, the semantic formulas were 
different. 
(2e) 3d Familiar/ 
Lower 
#3 
 
PNS 
3a 2c 
3d 3a EFL 
 2c 
 3c ANS 
2e 2c 
Instances indicate that there are 
evidences of pragmatic transfer, 
since all three groups use the 
similar complaint strategies and 
semantic formulas. 
 3c Unfamiliar/ 
Higher 
#4 PNS 
 2d 
(3c) 2d EFL 
 2c 
 2c ANS 
3c 2d 
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Instances indicate that there are 
evidences of pragmatic transfer, 
since all three groups use the 
similar complaint strategies and 
semantic formulas. 
3c 3a Unfamiliar/ 
Equal 
#5 PNS 
3c 3a EFL 
3d 2e 
3c 3a ANS 
Instances indicate that a pragmatic 
transfer occurs, since some 
semantic formulas and strategies 
that were used by EFL group were 
similar to PNS groups and some 
others were similar to ANS group. 
 4a Familiar/ 
Lower 
#6 
 
 
 
PNS 
(2c) 3d 
 4a EFL 
4b 2c 
 3c ANS 
4b 2c 
Instances indicate that there are 
evidences of pragmatic transfer, 
since all three groups use the 
similar complaint strategies and 
semantic formulas. 
 2d Familiar/ 
Higher 
#7 
 
PNS 
 3c 
3c  
2d 
EFL 
3c 3a 
 2d ANS 
3c 3a 
Instances indicate that there are 
evidences of pragmatic transfer, 
since all three groups use the 
similar complaint strategies and 
semantic formulas. 
 2d Familiar/ 
Higher 
#8 PNS 
 3c 
3b 2e 
 2d EFL 
2e 3d 
3b 2e 
(3a) 2d ANS 
2e 3d 
 
 
5. Discussion and Conclusion 
 
The analysis of participants' responses regarding semantic formulas indicated that in some situations there are 
evidences of positive pragmatic transfer, such as items 1, 4,5,6,7 and 8, which all three groups preferred to use 
similar semantic formulas and strategies. The most frequently used formula was 3a+3d (explicit expression that 
SUA took place+ mitigated request for repair). This finding was in line with (Al-Issa, 2003) who found instances of 
sociocultural transfer in Arabic context regarding complaint speech act. But in some other cases there were not any 
evidences of pragmatic transfer such as items 2 and 3. In these two items each group chose specific strategies and 
semantic formulas; therefore, no evidence of pragmatic transfer was observed. 
Overall comparison of the 2 groups show there were both similarities and differences between the use of Persian 
and English complaint strategies, since the majority of Persian speaker participants tried to use more indirect 
disapproval and annoyance (the second category of complaint taxonomy). Indirect disapproval (2d) and criticism 
(2e) were the most frequently used strategies PNSs used, but ANS mostly used more explicit strategies, specifically 
mitigated request for repair (3c) and explicit statements (3a). These findings were in contrast with Prykarpatska's 
(2008) study. That study concluded that native speakers of American English use the most indirect and 
conventionally indirect strategies, while complaints made by Ukrainians are more direct and spontaneous. 
Regarding indirectness, according to (Allami and Naeimi, 2010), Iranian culture is regarded as a low-context 
culture (Hall, 1976), in which communication is coded implicitly. This is why PNS mostly chose more indirect 
complaints in most of the situations. In fact, they often try to keep face. EFL group also follow this pattern in their 
responses. 
As a conclusion, regarding complaint speech act, IL group tended to use indirect disapproval strategy in relation 
with higher positioned interlocutor, but they used explicit statement that SUA took place or unmitigated warning 
when they complained about unfamiliar and lower positioned interlocutors. 
The results were in line with the study of (Yue, 2007) and (Hong and Shih, 2013) who found that social power 
and degree of familiarity have effect on the selection of complaint strategy. In the study of Abdolrezapour et al., 
(2012) IL group used indirect strategies in relation with both unfamiliar and higher positioned interlocutors, their 
results were in contrast with the present study's findings. 
Regarding the pragmatic transfer phenomenon, in line with other studies (Allami & Naeimi, 2010; Beebe et al, 
1990; Qadouryabed, 2011), evidence of Persian- induced pragmatic pattern was detected in the complaint 
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performances of the Persian speaking EFL learners in most of the situations. 
Appendix A. Taxonomy of Complaint 
 
1. Not perform a FTA. By using this strategy, the speaker opts out of making a complaint completely and behaves 
as though a SUA did not take place. 
2. Express annoyance and disapproval. With this strategy the speaker does not explicitly refer to either the SUA 
or the H, but just signals his/her notice of the SUA and passes his/her judgment on it. This strategy includes the 
following sub strategies which differ from each other by the degree of severity implied:  
a. joke   
b. irony  
c. hint  
d. conventionally indirect disapproval (CID)  
e. open disapproval (OD)/ criticism 
3. Explicit Complaint. The speaker produces his/her complaint by making direct reference to either a SUA or/and 
H or his/her personal losses/costs caused by the SUA and asks for compensation. This strategy can be realized by 
means of the following sub-strategies:  
 a. statement that the SUA took place  
b. request that contains forbearance  
c. mitigated request for repair  
d. unmitigated request for repair  
4.  Warning. The speaker produces an open FTA and instigates sanctions against the H. The warning can be 
realized as:  
a. mitigated warning  
b. unmitigated warning  
5.  Immediate threat encompasses open attack on H including verbal abuse. 
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